




When people are on vacation, existing relationships are intensified and new 
relationships are formed. That is one of the conclusions of my research into vacation 
communities. 
 
Various researchers have concluded that the community spirit is slowly disappearing 
(Coleman 1982, Putnam 2000, Lane 2000). Should we let this worry us? Perhaps not. 
Traditional communities are known to have a downside, like a stifling social control 
(cf. Brint 2001 and Wellman 1999). Also, there is no hard evidence that communities 
in general are decreasing. Research results vary as they depend on the type of research 
and on the definition of the word community. Most definitions emphasize the idea 
that a community is geographically bound (Hillery 1955 and 1982). Accordingly, most 
researchers study geographical units like neighborhoods.  
 
In the past, it was possible to get a fairly good impression of community life by 
studying neighborhoods and districts, as it was there that people spent most of their 
time. Today however, people have more money and travel more. They spend time in 
new social contexts, where new and different types of community life might be 
formed. 
 
In recent years, social network research (e.g. Wellman 1999) has revealed in which 
contexts people nowadays seek their social contacts. These studies map all significant 
relationships a person has. The nature of these relationships, however, remains largely 
obscure. It is also unclear to what extent they are characterized by a community spirit. 
Therefore, we have to ask ourselves if these relationships can be considered 
communities. And if so, what are the characteristics of these communities and why 








Only a small number of studies really focus on community life in social contexts 
other than the neighborhood. A good example is the research into internet 
communities (cf. Wellman 1999, 2001). However, just like the research into social 
networks, the studies on internet communities also lack a good theoretical framework 
that provides an explanation as to why these communities are formed, under what 
conditions they flourish and if they could possibly emerge elsewhere.  
 
The integrated research program The Future of Community, an extensive research 
into old and new communities, aims to fill this gap. This dissertation is part of that 
program. My purposes are to contribute to the development of a theory regarding 
communities and to study a context that so far has been largely neglected by 
community researchers, namely the vacation. 
 
About 82 percent of all Dutch citizens go on vacation (CVO 2003). Nearly all of 
them spend their vacation in the company of one or more traveling companions and 
in the vicinity of other vacationers. A vacationer also has time to relax and the relative 
freedom to do whatever he or she wants to do. This makes a vacation the perfect 
time to engage in social contacts. The vacationer can intensify the relationships with 
his traveling companion(s), so-called refresher communities, or he can develop new 
contacts, so-called occasional communities. Although it has never been empirically 
studied, it seems obvious that a vacation offers the perfect opportunity to intensify 
the relationships with family and friends (‘quality time’). However, it seems less 
obvious that during vacations occasional communities will be formed. Vacations are often 
short, and people need to spend time with their own traveling companions. 
Furthermore, vacationers usually come from different backgrounds. Literature shows 
that heterogeneity reduces the chances of a relationship.  
 
Against this background I have studied vacation communities and tried to answer the 
following three research questions: 
 
Are occasional communities formed during vacations? And if so, under what cir-
cumstances? 
To what extent do people participate in occasional communities and refresher com-
munities during vacations? 
Which factors determine the participation in occasional communities and refresher 




The first question has led to three case studies that have been conducted in three 
different locations: a camping site in Bakkum, a Club Med holiday village and party 
island Ibiza. Both qualitative and quantitative research methods have been used. The 
results are given in chapters two, three and four. I have used a quantitative method to 
answer the second question. The results can be found in chapter five of this 
dissertation. 
 
Pink curtains. Grown communities on Bakkum. 
 
I could not include new forms of community in my research without developing first 
a new definition and a new theory regarding community. In chapter two, the 
definition and a general theory are presented and applied to vacations. In each of the 
following chapters, the theory is developed further. 
 
Elaborating on the social production function theory (the so-called SPF theory) and 
Lindenberg’s sharing-group theory (1986, 2001), I define a community as ‘a group of 
people that have multifunctional relationships, share certain values and feel they 
belong together.’ Multifunctional relationships are relationships that contribute 
towards the realization of social goals (affection, behavioral confirmation and status) 
and of physical goals (stimuli and comfort). The common realization of goals 
presupposes the sharing of norms that regulate the cooperation. Thanks to the 
common realization of goals and the sharing of norms the members of a sharing-
group will also develop a certain degree of solidarity and group identity. They are 
prepared to help each other and feel that they belong to a group and that they know 
who else belongs to the same group (and who doesn’t).  
 
It takes different steps to form multifunctional relationships. One can think of 
orientation, selection, the formation of an interaction pattern, norms and trust. Time 
is an important factor in all of these stages. In some vacation locations there is plenty 
of time, either because people stay there for several months, or because they return to 
the same location year after year. In these locations, multifunctional relationships can 
develop slowly, resulting in what I shall call a grown occasional community or a grown 
community. In chapter two we will look more closely at such a community: the 
camping site Bakkum in the province of Noord-Holland. I have used participant 
observation, in-depth interviews (22) and conversations (12) to find out if a grown 







if the regular guests of camping Bakkum shared multifunctional relationships, norms 
and a we-feeling 
 
In Bakkum, multifunctional relationships seemed restricted to a ‘street’ or a 
‘neighborhood’. A street usually consisted of several families who visit the camping 
site year after year. There are frequent contacts between these families. They organize 
activities, share memories (of the camping, or of life in the Jordaan (a neighborhood 
in Amsterdam)) and they share certain ideas about life on the camping. These relati-
onships have grown and they are maintained through frequent interaction (e.g. people 
often have little chats). Most vacationers also have multifunctional relationships 
elsewhere on the camping site. Often, these are based on family relationships, the 
sharing of general facilities and the participation in activities that are organized on the 
camping site. At the level of the camping site as a whole, the number of multifunc-
tional relationships is limited. 
 
In a single street, the we-feeling is not very strong. There is a certain solidarity, but this 
is usually reserved for the original inhabitants. Everyone in the street knows who 
belongs to the group, and who does not. Newcomers are not easily accepted and will 
have to prove first that they are willing to make sacrifices for the benefit of the group. 
A we-feeling does seem to grow when there is a competition with other streets (what 
are they involved in? Are their activities more fun than ours?) 
 
My research has revealed that each street seems to have its own norms and values. 
These norms pertain in particular to life on the camping site, e.g. how often can one 
visit a neighbor (invited or uninvited). Campers also have to respect the norms when 
they decorate their own caravan. Insiders know that their norms are very different 
from those of the campers in other streets, even though their roots also lie in the 
Jordaan. These street norms are often developed in the context of a story-telling 
culture in which old experiences are glorified and new ones only slowly integrated. 
 
Although the relationships and the we-feeling did not occur at the level of the 
camping site as a whole and although a number of the relationships and norms were 
already formed in the Amsterdam neighborhood Jordaan where most of the campers 
(originately) come from, participant observation revealed that an occasional 
community can be created on a camping site like Bakkum, where the same campers 
return every year. However, we should ask ourselves if the same would hold for 
locations where vacationers only stay for a brief period of time. 
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Crazy Signs. The instant community of Club Med 
 
Many vacationers do not have a whole lot of time. Each year they visit a different 
location, or they move from one place to another while they are on vacation. Under 
such circumstances, a community would have to grow instantly. In other words: an 
instant occasional community or an instant community will have to form. Chapter three 
argues that the formation of an instant community requires a technology that allows 
people to skip or shorten the different stages in the formation of a relationship, like 
the development of norms and trust. The third chapter deals with the factors that 
should be taken into account when developing such a technology. We make a 
distinction between the characteristics of the vacationer (e.g. his social skills), his 
social environment (number of people, homogeneity of interests) and his physical 
environment (structure of the resort and the organization of activities). About fifty 
years ago, vacation locations with this type of comprehensive technology were first 
developed. The third chapter has been devoted to such a location, the Club Med 
village Porto Petro nearby a village of the same name on the isle of Mallorca, Spain. 
By intesively joining 29 vacationers, that are called GMs (Gentils Membres), and by 
letting 76 GMs fill out questionnaires I got an impression of the multifunctionality of 
the relationships, the shared norms, the we-feeling and the effect of the ‘club’ 
technology that is used by Club Med. 
 
Multifunctional relationships. More than 80% of the vacationers who filled in the 
questionnaires developed new contacts with whom they spent time during their 
vacation. When a vacationer had arrived alone (more than 20%) these contacts were 
much more multifunctional than when vacationers had brought their own traveling 
companions. The activities that contributed to a physical and social wellbeing ranged 
from eating, drinking and talking together to playing tennis, sunbathing and dancing. 
Some relationships also had amorous aspects. Despite the intensity of the interaction, 
most relationships ended after the vacationers had left the Club Med resort. The most 
important relationship was that with Club Med itself: for nearly half of the people 
who participated in the survey it was not their first visit to a Club Med resort, and 
more than 50% claimed that they would book a Club Med vacation again next year. 
 
We-feeling. In Club Med, like on the camping site in Bakkum, on the level of the club 
itself there is hardly any we-feeling but at the lower levels it does exist. During the 







membership of the group is demonstrated so clearly that it is very easy to pick up on 
the we-feeling. 
 
Norms. In the village, the vacationer is free to do whatever he wants. This does not 
mean that the guests do not respect any norms. The strong values of Club Med 
(assuring the wellbeing of the guests by offering relaxation, a body culture and a sense 
of togetherness) provoke social behavior. In fact, one could almost use the word 
solidarity: people talk together over dinner, they turn down the volume of the walk-
man and they don’t make too much noise at night. The organizers set a good exam-
ple. Sometimes, good behavior is encouraged by the ever-present safety officers.  
 
Technology. Club Med has a strong influence on the formation of multifunctional 
relationships. The club offers its guests a framework for the formation of a 
community: the Club Med identity with all its norms and values. Furthermore, the 
club creates an atmosphere and circumstances that make it easy to start talking to 
other people. Factors that stimulate contact are the remote location of the village, the 
number of guests and the fact that it is quite expensive to leave the village and go 
elsewhere. And of course there are the absence of worries and cares, the organization 
of shared activities like the shared meals at tables of eight and the crazy signs: daily 
returning dance steps accompanied by loud and cheerful music whereto everyone is 
invided.  
 
Although this does not hold for every guest of Club Med, I have seen that most 
vacationers share multifunctional relationships, norms and a we-feeling - if only for a 
very brief period of time. The more general conclusion is that communities can form 
in a short time span. I have called this type of community the instant community, to 
distinguish it from the grown community in Bakkum. 
 
Dance and XTC. Sphere communities in Ibiza’s club scene. 
 
Most vacation locations do not have the integrated technology of Club Med. As a 
consequence, vacationers do not only have very little time to form relationships, but 
organized activities that help speed up or skip the various steps towards the 
formation of a relationship are also lacking. How can these people ever participate in 
a community? In chapter four of this dissertation I argue that in these cases the 
vacationers’ motivation is the most important factor. They have to be interested in 
looking for a place where they can meet other people, and they will do so when the 
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place itself seems interesting enough. One can think of huge events where a multi-
functional atmosphere is created. The kind of atmosphere that contributes to 
someone’s social and physical wellbeing, even when social relationships are lacking. 
People who share a common interest will spend hours together at such an event, 
which may result in the formation of an extreme type of instant community, the sphere 
community. For example, the Ibiza party scene with its house music, drugs and 
beautiful people seemed the right environment to look for a multifunctional 
atmosphere. In chapter four of this dissertation, data from participant observation 
and 154 filled out questionnaires (82 by clubbers) are analysed to get an impression of 
the atmosphere, the relationships, the norm and the we-feeling in this scene. 
 
Multifunctional atmosphere. 90% of the clubbers in the dataset experience a multifunctio-
nal atmosphere. The multifunctionality of the atmosphere depends on the cosyness 
of the location, the use of XTC and other drugs (including alcohol) and the number 
of familiar faces that pop up. 
 
Multifunctional relationships. About 75% of the clubbers experience multifunctional 
relationships while clubbing ranging from weak to very strong. Most of these rela-
tionships are instant relationships. Thanks to the multifunctional atmosphere, these 
relationships are formed in a very brief period of time (first there is eye-contact, then 
a little chat and a dance, often followed by kissing and sex and sometimes a personal 
conversation). Not all of these relationships are 100% instant. Past and future also 
come into play: some have already met at home or while on vacation and they expect 
to meet the other person again when the vacation will be over. The idea of a future 
meeting places the relationship in a dynamic perspective. People who visit large 
events form community relationships that will be renewed at each new event. These 
multifunctional contacts are important components of the multifunctional 
atmosphere, and it is the atmosphere that determines if an event is a success. 
 
Norms. Although most relationships are formed very quickly they are not without 
norms. More than half the people involved do expect help or solidarity in times of 
need. These positive expectations are strongest in people who have strong multi-
functional relationships. 
 
We-feeling. The partyscene does not only have its own norms, it also gives people a we-
feeling. I asked the respondents if they felt a sense of belonging when they thought of 







belonging. The we-feeling also gets stronger when the multifunctionality of the 
relationships increases. 
 
The majority of people who visit a club claim to experience a multifunctional 
atmosphere, and a great number of people form instant relationships, norms and a 
we-feeling, which allows us to conclude that during houseparties on Ibiza sphere 
communities are formed. Of course these are of a fleeting nature when compared to 
the relationships on camping site Bakkum. In terms of a contribution towards social 
capital, these relationships are also less important, because they are short-lived. 
However, this does not hold for all relationships that are formed at houseparties. 
Some relationships already existed before the vacation started, and sometimes people 
do expect to see each other again once the vacation is over. 
 
Grown community, instant community or refresher community? 
 
The three case studies, selective as they are, raise the question to what extent people 
participate in a community while they are on vacation. Who participates in refresher 
communities, instant communities or grown communities? And how can we best 
understand the participation in these communities? The thesis of chapter 5 is that we 
can only answer these questions if we understand that participation in a community is 
usually the result of a (mostly subconscious) process that starts with the question: ‘Do 
we (want to) go on vacation?’. If the answer is positive, the following question is 
whether or not a person wants to be part of a community and which one in 
particular. The answers to these questions are mainly determined by social factors. 
Therefore, if we want to know who participates in which community and why, we 
will have to look at the social factors first.  
 
In chapter five I present the results of a representative survey among 1209 people in 
the Netherlands aged between 18 and 65. Using these results I will not only 
demonstrate the full extent of the participation in the different communities, but I 
will also test my hypotheses regarding the influence of both social and other factors 
on the participation. 
 
82% of the people that have been interviewed indicated that they had taken a 
vacation in the year preceding the survey. Nearly all vacationers are interested in 
vacation communities. Only 3% did not participate in any community at all. It is likely 
though that those who did not participate would very much have liked to be part of a 
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community too: like the other respondents, they expressed an interest in the social 
goals that one can achieve in a community and in the social relationships that form a 
community. Of the people that did participate, 3% only have occasional relationships, 
41% have both occasional relationships and refresher relationships and 56% only 
have refresher relationships. This means that 44% of the vacationers participate in an 
occasional community and 56% participate only in refresher communities. 
 
People participate in a certain type of community for a variety of reasons. Firstly, 
money, health and the presence of a partner and children under 15 determine if one 
can be part of any community at all, as these are the factors that determine both the 
possibility and the urge to go on vacation. For most people, a vacation would not be 
nearly as much fun without their partner. Once people are on vacation, the 
participation in an occasional community or a refresher community depends largely 
on social factors. A multifunctional vacation group reduces the need for extra 
relationships. A greater need for affection and comfort leads to stronger participation 
in a refresher community. A greater need for status and stimuli results in a stronger 
participation in an occasional community. Finally, there is a positive relationship 
between the participation in an occasional community and the duration of a vacation. 
Furthermore, both the duration of the vacation and the number of times that the 
vacationer has visited the same location determine in what type of occasional 
community people participate: the grown community or the instant community. This 
time-related result corresponds with earlier conclusions that were based on the 
casestudies. 
 
Conclusions and final considerations 
 
Based on the results, our first question can be answered in the affirmative: 
occasional communities do exist. In all three studies, three different types of 
occasional communities were identified. Each time, the type of community depended 
strongly on the local conditions. In other words: the local situation determined to a 
considerable extent what type of community originated. 
 
Under what circumstances are occasional communities formed? It is easier to form 
community relationships when people can spend more time together, when a group 
of people is largely homogenous and when there is physical nearness. In some cases, 
the atmosphere contributes to the formation of new relationships. It is more difficult 







Time. ‘Time’ seems to be the most important factor when it comes to the formation 
of an occasional community. Each study revealed that time played an important role 
in the formation of multifunctional relationships. This became particularly clear when 
we interviewed people on the camping site in Bakkum: ‘When you spend so much 
time together, you automatically become friends’. Still, the limited time span in the 
Club Med village and on Ibiza could not prevent the formation of a community. This 
is because other factors, like homogeneity, can reduce the importance of the factor 
‘time’. 
 
Homogeneity. Although in each study we encounter a different type of homogeneity, it 
does seem to have had at least some influence on the development of relationships in 
all three locations. In Bakkum, it was a shared view on cleanliness, in Club Med a 
shared language and finally on the isle of Ibiza homogeneity meant a shared interest 
in music and physical appearance. 
 
Nearness. Physical nearness turned out to be another important factor. This was 
difficult to detect in Club Med and on the isle of Ibiza because in both cases, physical 
nearness was dictated by the nature of the location itself. On camping site Bakkum 
however, the effects of physical nearness became clear, as here relationships were 
formed mainly when there was only a small functional distance: in the ‘neighborhood’ 
and between members of the committees of the Campers’ Association. And although 
relationships did, partly, determine the distance between people (people who like each 
other camp next to one another and join the same committees), this also worked the 
other way round. 
 
Atmosphere. Another important factor is the atmosphere. This was particularly obvious 
on the isle of Ibiza, as our research clearly showed. The (multifunctional) atmosphere 
contributed considerably to the formation of community relationships, whereas the 
presence of familiar faces made people experience the atmosphere even stronger. 
Indirectly, atmosphere also played a role in Bakkum: many of the norms aim at 
preserving a positive atmosphere. In Club Med, the staff is instructed to create a 
friendly atmosphere. 
 
Personality. Finally, some people find it easier to form new relationships than others. 
Therefore, we can safely assume that personality also has a role in the formation of 
communities. Still, the studies do not reveal to what extent community relations are 
determined by personality. This could be explained by the fact that relationships can 
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also be created with the help of others: you may not be good at making new contacts, 
but perhaps one of your traveling companions is. 
 
The second question was: to what extent do people participate in occasional 
communities and refresher communities? When we take into consideration the fact 
that 82% of the people go on vacation and that not all of these people participate in a 
community, it appears that 79% of all the Dutch people who participated in my 
research use their vacation to intensify existing relationships, whereas 36% (also) 
participate in a new form of community. That means that for a substantial group of 
people, vacations both serve to refresh existing community relationships and to form 
new ones. 
 
Our third question related to the factors that determine the participation in 
occasional communities or refresher communities. In chapter five, we demonstrate 
that the participation in either form of community can not be explained by one aspect 
alone. Many factors come into play. I have already mentioned them before: the 
multifunctionality of the vacation group, the need for affection, comfort, status and 
stimuli, the duration of the vacation and the number of times that people visit the 
same location. 
 
On the basis of the answers, a more general conclusion can be drawn: in modern-day 
Dutch society, vacations can be considered an important context for community life. 
This holds not only for the intensification of existing communities but also for the 
formation of new ones. The actual participation is determined by factors like the need 
to belong to a community, atmosphere, physical nearness and time.  
 
Most people still feel the need to be part of a community. They use their vacations to 
(subconsciously) invest in existing communities and to create new ones. 
 
At the moment, research into communities often has a narrow scope. Usually, the 
emphasis is still on neighborhoods. Other social contexts are largely overlooked, but 
it is there that new forms of community may originate. Vacations have turned out to 
be a successful context for the creation of new communities. Therefore, vacations 
should be included as a possible context for the research into communities. 
 
When it comes to explaining vacationers’ behavior, the social aspects of vacations are 







physical needs (e.g. comfort, excitement) are considered. However, the social 
structure of a location also makes people decide to (re)visit a certain place. Therefore, 
research into leisure time could benefit from the community approach, especially as 
the social context sometimes plays a key role in organized vacations like group travels, 
vacations for singles and Club Med vacations. 
 
Now that it is clear that communities can be formed in and for a very short period of 
time, researchers will have to adjust the prevailing idea of community as a social unit 
that exists(ed?) for years and that is formed only in contexts where people foresee 
that their relationships will last. 
 
The atmosphere also has an important role in the formation of instant communities 
or sphere communities during vacations (and probably in other contexts as well): in a 
multifunctional atmosphere it is easier to form multifunctional relationships. 
 
It is possible to manipulate the formation of a community. Many situational factors 
like atmosphere and the physical nearness of other people can be consciously created. 
There does not seem to be any reason to assume why this could not be done in other 
contexts like for example in the workplace or in the neighborhood. 
 
Given the increased mobility of people and the fact that they spend time in different 
contexts, one can expect a decrease of traditional grown communities. However, this 
does not mean that we are facing a general decrease of community life. As we have 
seen, people still feel the need to participate in a community. As the formation of 
communities can be manipulated, this need could be satisfied with certain 
investments. As long as people are unwilling or unable to make these investments in 
their everyday life, vacations will remain important, albeit brief, moments for 
participation in community life. 
